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Introduction
　 Not only does Carson McCullers’s first novel, The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter 
(1940), inaugurate her literary career, but it also marks a highly exceptional 
position in her works, since none of her other novels so meticulously depicts 
socioeconomic problems, including poverty, racism and gender inequalities in the 
workplace.  The critic Leslie Fiedler even called it “the last of the ‘proletarian 
novels,’ a true Depression book,” suggesting that “its success may be rooted 
precisely in the tension between public hysteria, proper to an age of social protest, 
and private anguish, proper to the sensibility of its author” (1966, 478).  Indeed, 
although the failure to find a common bond remained McCullers’s enduring 
concern, her later works are far less committed to the ways in which 
socioeconomic situations fundamentally condition people’s lives and interiority 
than The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter is.  Her second novel, Reflections in a Golden 
Eye (1941), centers on complicated love-hate relationships characterized by acts 
of voyeurism, whereas The Ballad of the Sad Café, first published in Harper’s 
Bazaar in 1943 and then in book form in 1951, is a fairy-tale-like story populated 
by figures with physical deformities. The Member of the Wedding (1946) describes 
female adolescent Frankie Addams’s experiences over the course of a few days of 
summer during which the tomboy protagonist struggles to find where to belong, 
challenging conventional wisdom about what is normal and what is not. 
McCullers’s final novel, Clock Without Hands (1961), engages in the social 
problem of racism, yet the novel’s central concerns are, obviously, more abstract 
issues such as the contemplation of death and the trajectory of the youthful years. 
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In short, as Kasia Boddy observes, McCullers never wrote “such an expansive, 
unashamedly political novel” (2008, xvii) after her first.
　 Notably, McCullers situates The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter within the period of 
peculiar importance in American political history, namely between June 1938 and 
August 1939, and even concludes Part 3, the final section of the novel, by 
describing main characters’ experiences on August 21, 1939, two days prior to the 
signing of the Nazi-Soviet pact.  This historical incident was a watershed moment 
in that it forced the majority of Western intellectuals to part with the idea of 
communism.1  As scholars have shown, the establishment of an apolitical literary 
standard during the Cold War period―a standard which prioritized tension and 
irony within literary works, fixing the binary opposition between modernism and 
realism, and then valorizing the former over the latter―was inextricably linked to 
the emergence of the renewed concept of liberalism as ideology-free, which was 
an idea derived from Western intellectuals’ profound disillusionment with 
Marxism.2  It might be said that McCullers’s literary career more or less followed 
the same trajectory.  Indeed, as McCullers’s biographer Virginia Spencer Carr 
writes, she was also “ardently interested in the writings of Karl Marx and other 
social protesters popular in the 1930s” (Carr 2003, 48), and was “increasingly 
aware of what she considered the weakness of her country’s capitalistic system” 
as well as of “the plight of the millworkers” (57) in her hometown.  Moreover, 
McCullers was also familiar with the novels of social-realist writers such as John 
Dos Passos, Erskine Caldwell, John Steinbeck, and James T. Farrell (38). Yet, she 
did not engage in socioeconomic themes after writing her first novel.  Therefore, 
we can find a close affinity between McCullers’s literary career and the changing 
political and critical situations from the late 1930s onward.  From this perspective, 
it will be illuminating to probe the ways in which McCullers’s first novel merges 
her abiding concern about inner solitude with the socialist issues specific to the 
Depression era so as to approach this facet of the author’s historical 
consciousness.
　 This essay is an attempt to read The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter against the 
background of the contemporary rise of a new political coalition, the Popular 
Front, in an effort to clarify how the novel’s aesthetics responds to the changing 
 1. For more on the impact the Nazi-Soviet pact had on Western intellectuals, see Guilbaut 
(1983), 17 ― 47. 
 2. One of the most compelling studies on this issue is Thomas Hill Schaub’s  American 
Fiction in the Cold War . Schaub examines the process whereby US intellectuals came to 
repudiate communism out of the disillusionment of contemporary political events, such as the 
Moscow trials between 1936 and 1938 and the Nazi-Soviet pact, and he calls the logic they 
instead adopted liberal narrative. According to Schaub, liberal narrative defined liberalism as 
being neutral to any ideology and prioritized modernism over realism on the assumption that 
realism was too ideological, whereas modernism was relatively immune to political affiliations 
and thus resonant with the American way of life.
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socio-political situation at that time.  The Popular Front, a broad left alliance 
launched in 1935 in order to resist the spread of Fascism in Europe, did not reject 
solidarity with the middle class.  Of particular importance is the fact that the 
Popular Front contributed to a process of transforming specific socioeconomic 
relations into cultural or psychological problematics, and that the concept of labor 
became separated from concrete relations of production in the process.  By 
exploring the relation between the Popular Front movement and McCullers’s first 
novel, I will reconsider the novel’s aesthetics, which amalgamates allegorical 
quality with realist aspirations, focusing on how the novel addresses the issue of 
labor.
　 Put differently, this study is aimed at intervening in the preceding literary 
scholarship on The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter by clarifying the ways in which the 
novel’s aesthetics is closely linked to the contemporary political climate, 
particularly in terms of how to define labor.  Since the issue of labor is usually 
regarded as belonging to the socioeconomic problematics, it has garnered little 
attention from critics, who have generally regarded the novel’s social-realist 
aspects as an aesthetic flaw or have simply neglected them. Early critics tended to 
understand The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter as an allegory for universalized human 
conditions such as loneliness and alienation, thus assuming that the novel’s realist 
dimension is secondary or an aesthetic failure.3  Chester Eisinger contends that 
“[a] peripheral matter in this novel is the way in which Mrs. McCullers treats 
social problems” (1963, 251), whereas Lawrence Graver problematizes 
McCullers’s inner conflict “between her desire to document the world and a desire 
to give it evocative poetic significance” (1986, 56).  Recent studies that draw upon 
the insights of gender studies and queer theory have expanded the reading of the 
novel by investigating the ways in which the novel’s depictions of perverted 
desire or grotesque bodies “resist normalizing discourses” (Gleeson-White 2003, 
2).4  Yet, these studies still neglect the social realist characteristics of the novel, 
including the rhetoric of labor.  Drawing adequate attention to how the novel 
approaches the issue of labor will offer, I argue, a way to read the novel less as an 
allegory for generalized human conditions than as an aesthetic response to a 
contemporary social situation.
　 In what follows, I begin by reviewing and analyzing the movement of the 
Popular Front, focusing on how it exerted a cultural influence on writers and 
artists during the 1930s.  In so doing, I will draw critical attention to what Michael 
Denning (1997, xvi―xvii) calls “the laboring of American culture,” that is, a 
 3. For early studies examining the relation between  The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter’ s 
allegorical and realist aspects, see Evans (1986), Eisinger (1963), Hassan (1961), and Graver 
(1986).
 4. For recent revisionary scholarship examining the novel in light of queer studies, see 
Kenschaft (1996), Adams (2001), and Gleeson-White (2002).
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shared feeling of cultural struggle.  By examining this, I will consider a gap that 
the Popular Front culture generated between the cultural or psychologized way of 
understanding labor and the socioeconomic way of understanding labor.  Then, I 
will read The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter, illuminating how the cultural rhetoric of 
labor informs the novel and how the novel holds socialist perspectives, thereby 
providing a way to see the co-existence of allegorical aesthetics and realist 
aspirations in the novel as a response to the political milieu at that time.  Finally, I 
will probe the last part of the novel, which comes to a close with the meditation of 
Biff Brannon, a middle-class, white male.
The Popular Front and Its Cultural Politics
　 The Popular Front was originally launched with the following statement, which 
was made at the Seventh World Congress of the Communist International in 
August of 1935:
In face of the towering menace of fascism to the working class and all the gains it 
had made, to all toilers and their elementary rights, to the peace and liberty of the 
peoples, the Seventh Congress of the Communist International declares that at the 
present historical stage it is the main and immediate task of the international labor 
movement to establish the united fighting front of the working class. [...] [T]his task 
makes it the duty of the Communist Parties to take into consideration the changed 
circumstances and to apply the united front tactics in a new manner, by seeking to 
reach agreements with the organizations of the toilers of various political trends for 
joint action on a factory, local, district, national and international scale. (Italics 
original; Resolution of the Seventh World Congress of the Communist International 
1984, 74)
　 That is, with the goal of “joint action on a factory, local, district, national and 
international scale” against the rising Fascism, this new policy sought to “reach 
agreements” with various political groups, thus reconsidering the existing labor 
solidarity “in a new manner.” This statement therefore made it necessary for the 
communists to “strive to secure joint action with the Social Democratic Parties” 
(Italics original; Resolution of the Seventh World Congress of the Communist 
International 1984, 104) in search of a broader and more flexible solidarity, which 
could include even the middle-class.  After it initially formed to combat the spread 
of fascism, the Popular Front officially came to an end with the signing of the 
Nazi-Soviet pact in 1939.
　 Recently, revisionary cultural historians have examined the influence of the 
Popular Front movement on American culture from the 1930s onward.  Michael 
Denning’s The Cultural Front (1997) is a pioneering study in this field.  Denning 
rejects a core-periphery model of understanding the Popular Front―such as the 
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view that it was led by the Communist Party of the United States of America 
(CPUSA) and fellow travelers―instead defining it as “a radical historical bloc 
uniting industrial unionists, Communists, independent socialists, community 
activists, and émigré anti-fascists around laborist social democracy, anti-fascism, 
and anti-lynching” (Denning 1997, 4).  He looks to the encounter between this 
“powerful democratic social movement” and “the modern cultural apparatuses of 
mass entertainment and education” (xviii).  Significantly enough, he then finds in 
the Popular Front’s influences “less a story of political divisions than of cultural 
continuities” (26).  Denning, who sees the culture of the Popular Front as “a 
structure of feeling” (26), insists on the spread of what he calls “the laboring of 
American culture” (xvi―xvii), a deep and lasting transformation of American 
modernism and mass culture.
　 Although Denning thinks highly of the Popular Front movement and the 
process of “the laboring of American culture,” it is crucial that the very rhetoric of 
“the laboring of (American) culture” in fact culturalizes labor, that is, dissociates 
labor from a properly social domain of production.  Indeed, even a cursory glance 
will reveal that this process of “laboring of American culture” is conducted at the 
expense of something social and that Denning’s argument is not so much critical 
to the process as complicit with it.  Among the five characteristics that Denning 
signifies using this term, the following seems to be of particular importance:
Finally, the laboring of American culture connotes a birthing of a new American 
culture, a second American Renaissance.  But it was also a laboring in that this birth 
was painstaking and difficult.  This was neither a revolution nor a coup d’état; it was 
not even a transformation.  To labor is to plod, to be hampered, to pitch and roll in a 
storm.  In all these senses, the cultural front was a laboring, an incomplete and 
unfinished struggle to rework American culture, with hesitations, pauses, defeats, 
and failures. (xvii)
　 Here, it is noteworthy that this movement is no longer concerned with “a 
revolution,” “a coup d’état,” or even “a transformation.” Moreover, whereas the 
term “labor” was inseparably linked to the creation of value and the accumulation 
of capital in any traditional socialist thinking, labor in this instance is entirely 
separated from concrete socioeconomic relations: “To labor is to plod, to be 
hampered, to pitch and roll in a storm.” What we witness here may be understood 
as a culturalization or psychologization of social relations.  In other words, this is 
labor without capital, namely, labor that has nothing to do with the relations of 
production.5  Whereas Denning privileges the ways in which the terminology of 
 5. For the concept of “labor without capital,” I owe much to Kevin Floyd’s  The Reification 
of Desire (2009). Floyd examines Judith Butler’s concept of gender performativity in terms of 
how she responds to Louis Althusser’s theory of the interpellated subject, arguing that “her 
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working-class people―such as “labor,” “work,” “industry” and “toil”―deeply 
infiltrated American culture (xvi―xvii), the opposite might very well be said: with 
the rise of the Popular Front came a process of depoliticizing socialist concepts 
that facilitated the predominance of the revised concept of liberalism as allegedly 
ideology-free after the end of the WWII.
　 Following Denning’s lead, Chris Vials’s Realism for the Masses (2009) 
investigates the relations among the Popular Front, mass culture, and the aesthetics 
of realism.  He explores the process in which writers and artists of the left 
influenced by the Popular Front sought to spread the oppositional concept of “the 
people” among American audiences by bringing realist aesthetics into mass 
culture.  As with Denning, Vials sees the Popular Front as “something that moved 
far beyond its Communist origins to assume a life of its own within American 
culture” (xxvii).  He argues that one of the characteristics of the Popular Front was 
the way it facilitated the development of cultural pluralistic visions that lay over 
different ethnicities and races.  This change had much to do with the way the 
Popular Front adopted “the people” as its slogan instead of “the worker” (xxvi). 
For instance, according to Vials, when Earl Browder, then the President of 
CPUSA, made it clear that the status of working decided whether one would be 
included in the category of the people, he carefully avoided defining the nature of 
that work, thereby making the category inclusive of different races, ethnicities, 
genders and income levels (xxvi).
　 Although the achievements that Vials argues the Popular Front’s pluralistic 
politics accomplished―such as the criticism of white supremacy and patriarchy 
and the increased visibility of minority groups hitherto neglected in cultural 
representations―were without a doubt significant, it should not be overlooked 
that the tenets of the Popular Front ineluctably failed to criticize capitalism and 
liberalism.  In other words, solidarity between communists and liberals made it 
difficult for the leftists to radically criticize capitalist society.  Indeed, as Barbara 
Foley argues, with the Popular Front came “the literary leftists’ largely uncritical 
acceptance of an aesthetic theory that was essentially bourgeois rather than 
revolutionary,” that is, the theory of “positivist reflectionism,” which assumed that 
all a writer had to do was simply record his or her experiences (Foley 1993, 128).
　 In short, although Denning’s and Vials’s studies are insightful, they seem 
inclined to downplay the fact that the Popular Front movement ultimately catered 
to middle-class liberals.  Given that the predominance of liberalism after the 
WWII inevitably led to the prioritization of the psychological and the cultural 
over the social, then it will be important not only to look to the Popular Front’s 
achievements but also to recognize its limits, seeing this new movement as a 
reading of Althusser posits [...]  labor without capital,” that is, “a laboring subject severed from 
its own reproduction, severed from capital, and severed from the concrete social relations that 
constitute it (emphasis original, 96). For more on this issue, see Floyd (2009), 79 ― 119.
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preparatory stage of the postwar political and cultural climate.
　 To summarize, through the emergence of the Popular Front, the relation 
between the social and the cultural was undergoing a significant change during the 
latter half of the 1930s.  On the one hand, American culture incorporated the 
rhetoric of the working class, thereby generating a sense of co-working―a feeling 
that people are sharing pain and difficulty―among different social groups and 
classes.  On the other hand, the transformation of socioeconomic terms―such as 
labor, work, and toil―into cultural rhetoric has inevitably caused a gap between 
the social and the cultural, just as “the laboring of American culture” had nothing 
to do with capital or a socioeconomic transformation.  McCullers’s first novel―
which was written during this very period of a cultural turmoil in the American 
political history and is seen as one of the last proletarian novels―actively 
engages, as I will argue hereafter, with the transformation in the social and cultural 
realms centered around the shifting notion of “labor.”
The Rhetoric of Labor
　 Preceding studies on The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter investigate the novel’s 
aesthetics in terms of a sense of commonality that it brings to readers.  Julian 
Symons, for instance, points to “a poetic vision” in the novel that “transforms our 
common loneliness into something rich and strange” (1996, 22).  Similarly, 
Jennifer Murray claims that “the novel’s force is in the overall movement of 
empathy with suffering, hardship, and failure, but also with love, companionship, 
and desire that it provokes in the reader,” emphasizing “the overall impression of 
a community of rich, complex creatures” (2004, 113―14).  Although these critics 
aptly articulate the affective force of the text’s aesthetics, they assume that such a 
sense of community derives either from “the depth of [McCullers’s] 
characterization” (Symons 1996, 24) or from “symbolic representation, structure, 
and narrative voice” (Murray 2004, 108).  Less discussed are, however, the ways 
in which McCullers harnesses the rhetoric of labor to evince such a sense of 
community of those who struggle.
　 For instance, in Chapter 1, Part 2 of The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter, after the 
boys she dislikes spoiled her prom party, Mick Kelly suddenly begins to hurt 
herself alone in the yard of a neighbor:
The night was very dark. Suddenly Mick began hitting her thigh with her fists.  She 
pounded the same muscle with all her strength until the tears came down her face.  
But she could not feel this hard enough.  The rocks under the bush were sharp.  She 
grabbed a handful of them and began scraping them up and down on the same spot 
until her hand was bloody.  Then she fell back to the ground and lay looking up at 
the night.  With the fiery hurt in her leg she felt better. (108)
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　 Catherine Martin (2009, 9) reads this passage from a feminist perspective, 
claiming that Mick’s injuries indicate “a lack of respect for the image of white 
womanhood” that Mick’s sisters promote, and thus pointing out a moment of 
resistance against the norm of respectable womanhood.  It should not be missed, 
however, that this passage deeply echoes the rhetoric of labor.  Mick hits her thigh 
“with all her strength,” as if she were a construction worker.  She thinks she has to 
feel the pain “hard enough.” After “scraping” rocks “up and down,” she “[falls] 
back to the ground” and feels “better” just as a physical laborer would do after 
finishing work.  Of course, this labor is without capital and has nothing to do with 
the relations of production.  Nonetheless, drawing upon the rhetoric of labor, 
McCullers encourages readers to read this scene, and by extension Mick’s overall 
adolescent struggle, as a form of work.
　 Dr. Copeland, a black doctor and Marxist intellectual, is “full of books and 
worrying” (McCullers 1940, 47).  Unable to control his “evil anger” (131) 
stemming from his failure to educate black people around him, Copeland is 
eventually separated from his family.  When he reunites with his family, he 
paradoxically feels “isolated and angry and alone” (131).  It should be noted here 
that his feeling is accompanied by physical aches.  Staring at his family “with 
angry misery,” he “clamped his teeth down hard” and even “hardened himself so 
that each muscle in his body was rigid and strained” (132).  In a way similar to 
Mick’s scene above, Copeland’s inner struggles―such as loneliness and anger―
are associated with rhetoric redolent of labor, such as “hardened,” “muscle,” 
“rigid,” and “strained.” Through this representation, Mick and Copeland, despite 
their entirely different social positions, are shown to share something in common 
with each other, insofar as both of them are struggling.
　 The issue of labor also involves the figure of freaks, which characterizes 
McCullers’s aesthetics.  Early in The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter, the third-person 
narrator addresses the hospitable attitude of Biff Brannon, the owner of the New 
York Café, toward his customers with physical deformities:
[H]e did like freaks.  He had a special friendly feeling for sick people and cripples.  
Whenever somebody with a harelip or T.B. came into the place he would set him up 
to beer.  Or if the customer were a hunchback or a bad cripple, then it would be 
whisky on the house.  There was one fellow who had had his peter and his left leg 
blown off in a boiler explosion, and whenever he came to town there was a free pint 
waiting for him.  And if Singer were a drinking kind of man he could get liquor at 
half price any time he wanted it. (23)
Louis D. Rubin Jr. provides a typical reading of these people, claiming that they 
are “exemplars of the wretchedness of the human condition” in general and that 
their physical grotesquery “merely makes visible and identifiable their isolation 
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and anguish” (1996, 118).  In this passage, however, the person “who had had his 
peter and his left leg blown off in a boiler explosion” may very well be seen as a 
victim of a labor accident, rather than as a spiritual symbol of universalized 
human condition.  Inserted into such a figurative passage, this unnamed laborer 
functions in a subtle way: he provides the passage with a sense of social content, 
while ultimately remaining an abstract figure insofar as he is never given any 
specific background.  This “freak” laborer thus embodies the way the novel 
merges one’s spiritual sufferings, such as agony and loneliness, with the figure of 
labor.  In other words, in the aesthetics of The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter, being a 
“freak” does not exclusively concern physical traits and spiritual issues but 
involves a sense of labor as well, though this labor is already separated from the 
concrete social domain of production.
　 Here, noticing the ways in which characters’ internal struggles are linked to the 
rhetoric of labor offers a key to understanding the political aesthetics of the novel. 
Readers will realize that the novel echoes what Denning (1997) calls the laboring 
of American culture in that it embodies the ways in which characters’ various 
inner struggles are shown to be entwined with working-class rhetoric and figures. 
In this instance, as Denning explains in the aforementioned passage, a laboring 
comes to designate a “painstaking and difficult” process, that is, “an incomplete 
and unfinished struggle to rework American culture, with hesitations, pauses, 
defeats, and failures” (1997, xvii).  Shortly before beginning to work on The Heart 
Is a Lonely Hunter, McCullers submitted an outline for the novel to the publisher 
Houghton Mifflin in April 1938.  In this outline, she explains the novel’s themes, 
one of which reads, “Each man must express himself in his own way―but this is 
often denied to him by a wasteful, short-sighted society” (McCullers 1971, 124). 
Here, McCullers tacitly implies that one’s resistance to an oppressive social 
structure should take the form of full expressions of his or her personal feelings 
(“must express himself”).  In this respect, the novel shares in common with the 
Popular Front a commitment to a culturalized and psychologized concept of labor, 
in which labor is no longer understood in relation to social contexts or to the 
accumulation of capital.
　 From this perspective, it will become possible to fully grasp the significance of 
the fact that two of the main characters, Biff and Jake Blount, are also represented 
as freaks.  In fact, these two join Mick and Copeland in engaging in the process of 
laboring of American culture.  Early in the novel, Biff has a quarrel with Alice, his 
wife, regarding whether he should drive Jake out of his bar, since this customer 
does not pay for his drink.  Clearly showing her hostility to Jake, Alice describes 
him as “nothing but a bum and a freak” (17), a statement to which Biff replies, “I 
like freaks” (17).  Then, Alice says, “I reckon you do! I just reckon you certainly 
ought to, Mister Brannon―being as you’re one yourself” (17).  In fact, as Alice 
suggests, Biff is quite unique and even deviant when it comes to the issue of his 
sexuality.  He is presented as sexually ambiguous; after Alice’s death, he begins to 
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use her perfume, “Agua Florida” (197―98); he wishes he were Mick’s “mother” 
(119); he has a crush on Mick as long as she is still a tomboy; and he thinks that 
“By nature all people are of both sexes” (119), that is, androgynous.  If the term 
“freak,” as we saw above, not only designates physical deformities and inner 
alienation but also carries a sense of labor in the novel, then Biff, who is called 
another freak and who worries himself over his unfulfilled love for Mick, may 
also be presented as committed to the same sort of struggling as the unnamed 
people in the aforementioned passage.
　 Another main character Jake, a working-class heavy drinker attracted to the 
politics of Communism, is also called a freak by Alice and does give the 
impression that “something was deformed about him,” though he is not a freak 
physically (McCullers 1940, 22).  Since “each part of him was normal,” Biff 
believes that Jake’s freakishness lies “not in the body” but “in the mind” (22).  To 
Biff’s eyes, Jake even appears to be “always changing” (200), as if performing a 
freak.  Insofar as being a freak is linked to a sense of culturalized labor in the 
novel’s aesthetics, Jake joins Biff and the other freaks in developing the process 
of laboring of American culture.
　 In sum, the sense of commonality or community, which we saw at the 
beginning of this section, stems not only from McCullers’s masterful skills, but 
also from the new way of understanding laboring―laboring as a shared sense of 
struggling―that the author learned in the late 1930s.
The Socioeconomic Relations in The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter
　 As we have seen, The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter internalizes the rhetoric of the 
Popular Front’s culture; however, it should not be overlooked that the novel shows 
moments in which the socioeconomic problematics of labor are not reduced to 
cultural issues.  This aspect is thrown into relief when it comes to the characters’ 
relationships to John Singer, a deaf-mute, which constitute the novel’s main plot. 
Except for Biff, the other three main characters―Mick, Jake, and Copeland―
project illusions onto Singer, describing him as they hope him to be. For Dr. 
Copeland, Singer is the “only white man” who “realizes this terrible need of my 
people” (181).  Jake thinks that he and Singer “have a secret together” (190), since 
the latter appears to be “the only one in this town who catches what I mean” (24). 
In Mick’s mind, Singer can hear and understand music despite his deafness and is 
“the only person in the inside room” (212), that is, her imagined space where she 
can preserve things precious to her such as music and her passion for foreign 
countries.  However, this does not simply mean that these three characters are 
presented as self-centered; on the contrary, McCullers vividly describes how the 
characters’ social positions fundamentally condition their lives and subjectivities. 
Moreover, McCullers makes clear that the exceptionality of Biff, the only person 
who can objectively observe the relations around Singer, is also enabled by his 
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particular social position, exempted from the necessity of labor.
　 Serving as a town doctor, Copeland witnesses “[t]he death of poverty” (221) 
throughout the mill-town.  He decides that education is a key to the social change, 
yet cannot make understood his “real true purpose” (74)―his goal of achieving a 
world free of racial and economic inequality―by anyone else, including his 
family.  This causes the doctor to see Singer as “a white man of intellect and true 
knowledge” (173).  Moreover, in Copeland’s eyes, Singer is Jewish because this 
“wise man” seems to have “the knowledge of one who belongs to a race that is 
oppressed” (121) like himself.  In other words, Copeland fails to effectively 
communicate with Singer, particularly because his experiences of suffering as an 
African American intellectual worker in the Deep South leave him no room to 
objectify the relation between them.
　 For Mick, the way she gathers “[f]oreign countries and plans and music” 
together in her “inside room” (145) does not necessarily indicate her romantic, 
aloof aspirations.  Rather, it bespeaks the fact that music could be for her one of 
the few ways with which to escape her family’s impoverishment and achieve her 
ideal future life.  As Singer recalls, Mick confides to him, “I just got to get a 
chance to write this music in me and be a musician.  I got to have a chance” (190). 
Her pathetic repetition of “a chance” suggests her belief that she does not possess 
any opportunities, including the chance to escape from poverty.  Her “chances” 
are further limited by her gender, as she learns, “A boy has a better advantage like 
that than a girl.  I mean a boy can usually get some part-time job that don’t take 
him out of school and leaves him time for other things” (216).  In the end, she is 
forced to work for a ten-cent-store, which exploits and exhausts her: “If she went 
home now she would lie down on the bed and bawl.  That was how tired she was” 
(395).  Hence, when Mick associates Singer with music and allows him to enter 
the “inside room,” her views on him are deeply connected to her specific way of 
alienation.
　 Jake is resentful of the failure of labor union activities in the South.  Although 
there were a few attempts of strikes in the decade, strikebreakers summoned by 
the mill owners defeated them.  As he reads the books of Karl Marx and Thorstein 
Veblen, Jake gradually comes to understand that the exploitive economic system 
is at work.6  In his eyes, the largest problem is that even though he “knows,” he 
 6. Of course, Jake is not the only person who criticizes capitalist society. Copeland shows 
much more persuasive an understanding of Marx in Chapter 6, Part 2, when he gives a rousing 
speech to his African-American audience on the Christmas Day. Obsessed with their own 
views of Singer, however, the two rarely have a substantial conversation with each other. 
Although they do have an opportunity of serious discussion regarding the problem of 
capitalism in Chapter 13, Part 2, Jake and Copeland end up in quarreling. Interestingly, in her 
outline for the novel submitted to Houghton Mifflin, McCullers thought about an entirely 
different outcome: “In the course of a few hours these two men [...] come as close to each other 
as it is possible for two human beings to be. Very early in the morning Singer drops by the 
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“can’t make the others understand” (64) what he calls “the truths” (141) of 
capitalist society.  Jake thus thinks that he and Singer are among the “people who 
know” (25) and adopts him as an imagined comrade.  In this way, Copeland, 
Mick, and Jake address Singer in ways that are tightly constrained by their social 
alienation.  In this respect, McCullers writes the novel within the tradition of 
American literary naturalism, foregrounding, in a quite schematic way, how 
fundamentally socioeconomic conditions, including working environments, affect 
people’s ideas and attitudes.
　 This is the case not only for these main characters but also for other unnamed 
residents in the mill town:
So the rumours about the mute were rich and varied.  The Jews said that he was a 
Jew.  The merchants along the main street claimed he had received a large legacy 
and was a very rich man.  It was whispered in one browbeaten textile union that the 
mute was an organizer for the C.I.O. A lone Turk [...] claimed passionately to his 
wife that the mute was Turkish. (177)
Once again, concerning the relations between Singer and the other people, 
McCullers schematically shows that race, ethnicity and gender determine how 
Singer is viewed―for the Jews he is a Jew, for the merchants a merchant, for a 
worker an organizer, and for a Turk a Turk.  That McCullers so strongly 
underscores the impact of social positions on characters’ interiority should be seen 
as coming from her deep understanding of how relations of production matter.
　 Seen in this light, the role of Biff, the only person who can detach himself from 
Singer, deserves the readers’ attention.  Far from describing Singer according to 
his own desire, Biff even asks himself, “why did everyone persist in thinking the 
mute was exactly as they wanted him to be―when most likely it was all a very 
queer mistake?” (197).  Focusing on Biff’s exceptionality, Nancy B. Rich (1977, 
119) states that he is “clearly the main character,” whose task involves “the 
survival of freedom under a democratic political system” (118).  She thus regards 
Biff as a heroic character.  She misses, however, the fact that McCullers depicts 
throughout the novel the ways in which characters’ views of Singer are socially 
determined.
　 When paying attention to the ways in which characters’ views of Singer are 
determined by their social situations, readers realize that Biff’s disinterestedness 
is equally presented as something conditioned by his social position.  It is not 
incidental that Jake, a man concerned with working-class politics, most directly 
house before going to work and he finds them both asleep together” (McCullers 1971, 143). 
How this change happened seems to deserve further investigation. For preceding studies that 
examine the argument between Copeland and Jake, see, for instance, Spivak (1996) and Kaiser 
(2014).
NANZAN REVIEW OF AMERICAN STUDIES 38 / 2016 15
criticizes Biff’s contemplative attitude: “You live a fine life. Just standing behind 
a cash register” (McCullers 1940, 200).  This statement not only highlights Biff’s 
inactivity (“just standing”) but also reveals the fact that his detachment is enabled 
by his social position as a middle-class owner (living “a fine life”).  Indeed, in the 
final chapter of the novel, Biff himself makes clear that “the reason for keeping 
the place open all through the night” is “[n]ot money” (309), and that “[t]here was 
no profit in it” (310).  While it is clear that Biff is friendly and generous to his 
customers, these words also suggest that he is well-off enough not to worry 
himself over how to make ends meet.  Similarly, in Chapter 2, Part 2, after Biff’s 
wife Alice passes away, he feels as if “there was infinite leisure” (111).  Even if 
this passage is read as evidence of Biff’s unspoken shock at his wife’s death, the 
term leisure is a strong reminder of his middle-class privilege.  Put differently, 
Biff’s exceptionality is characterized by the absence of labor. Furthermore, Biff is 
also exempted from racism.  When Jake takes Copeland to New York Café, one of 
the customers says, “Don’t you know you can’t bring no nigger in a place where 
white men drink?” (24).  Nonetheless, “Biff watched this happening from a 
distance” (24).  In this instance, the owner, despite his being eighth-part Jew, is 
spared from racial inequality.  Thus, while Jake, Copeland, and Mick struggle with 
their own social disadvantages, Biff is by and large free from social inequality. 
This is what distinguishes Biff from the others and allows him to objectify the 
relations between Singer and himself.
　 It is not until readers understand Biff’s social position as a middle-class white 
male that they can fully appreciate the significance of Singer’s strange dream in 
Chapter 7, Part 2.  After writing a long letter addressed to his partner 
Antonapoulos, he falls asleep:
Out of the blackness of sleep a dream formed.  There were dull yellow lanterns 
lighting up a dark flight of stone steps. [...] Behind [Singer] on the ground he felt the 
one with the moustache and the girl and the black man and the last one.  They knelt 
naked and he felt their eyes on him.  And behind them there were uncounted crowds 
of kneeling people in the darkness. (192)
　 Here, the four primary characters―Jake, Mick, Copeland, and Biff―are 
represented as “the moustache,” “the girl,” “the black man,” and “the last one,” 
respectively.  It appears rather odd, however, that Biff is described as “the last 
one,” for he has a physical trait that is as unique as Jake’s “moustache”: his beard. 
Indeed, Singer is obviously aware of this feature, given the fact that he refers to it 
in his long letter to Antonapoulos: “[Biff] has a very black beard so that he has to 
shave twice daily, and he owns one of these electric razors” (189).  The point is 
that Biff is represented in Singer’s dream as unmarked, unlike the other three, in 
terms of a physical trait (Jake’s “small ragged moustache” looks “false” (18), 
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contributing to his bum-like quality), gender (Mick as a “girl”), and race 
(Copeland as a “black man”).  Together with Jake, Singer thus recognizes―at 
least on a subconscious level―that Biff differs from the other three in his socially 
un-stigmatized position.
　 As seen in the last section, when Biff’s love and sexuality are regarded as a 
form of labor, he, Mick, Jake and Copeland together constitute part of the laboring 
process of American culture, as if forming an imaginary community.  However, 
from the perspective of more specific social relations, Biff, who is characterized 
in terms of the absence of labor, cannot be understood as sharing the situation of 
the other characters.  Through the representation of Biff’s membership, McCullers 
provides her readers with two different ways to address the issue of labor.
Conclusion
　 As we have explored, there is a tension in The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter 
between the “laboring of American culture” and specific socioeconomic relations 
as well as between the idea that laboring concerns one’s full expression and the 
idea that labor involves relations of production.  This tension will explain part of 
the reason why the novel has such an amalgamated aesthetic quality.  Boddy 
observes that “This is modernism with the social content put back in” (2008, xvii), 
whereas Graver criticizes a conflict in the novel between a “desire to document 
the world and a desire to give it evocative poetic significance” (1986, 23).  In her 
first and most socially committed novel, McCullers held a socialist perspective, in 
which social relations were never reduced to the issues of feeling or cultural 
matters.  This is the why the novel stresses “social contents” and shows “a desire 
to document the world.” However, McCullers gradually internalized the aesthetics 
linked to the Popular Front’s political vision, which saw labor in terms of feelings 
shared among people.  This makes the novel “modernism” imbued with “evocative 
poetic significance.” The monumentality of The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter thus lies 
in the way it inscribes on its aesthetics a historical turning point in which the 
relation between the socioeconomic and the cultural was changing.
　 Understanding The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter’s aesthetics in this way enables 
us to grasp the full significance of its ending, where Biff, alone in New York Café, 
loses himself in his meditations.
[I]n a swift radiance of illumination he saw a glimpse of human struggle and of 
valour.  Of the endless fluid passage of humanity through endless time.  And of those 
who labour and of those who―one word―love.  His soul expanded.  But for a 
moment only.  For in him he felt a warning, a shaft of terror.  Between the two 
worlds he was suspended.  He saw that he was looking at his own face in the counter 
glass before him. [...] One eye was opened wider than the other.  The left eye delved 
narrowly into the past while the right gazed wide and affrighted into a future of 
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blackness, error, and ruin.  And he was suspended between radiance and darkness. 
Between bitter irony and faith. (312)
　 This passage highlights three important aspects of the novel’s aesthetics.  First, 
when Biff feels his soul’s expansion, he places “labor” and “love” in the same 
category along with “human struggle” and “valor,” opposing them to “a warning” 
and “a shaft of terror,” which shrink his soul.  Given the fact that Biff listens to 
the radio news about “the crisis Hitler cooked up over Danzig” (309) immediately 
before this scene, what frightens him is obviously the spread of Fascism.  Thus, 
Biff regards “labor” and “love” as constituting a way to resist it, in a manner that 
is deeply resonant with the Popular Front’s efforts to form solidarity against the 
Fascism through the laboring of American culture.
　 Second, this passage inscribes McCullers’s historical consciousness at the end 
of the 1930s.  Focusing on the way the passage refers to both “the past” and the 
“future,” Rich claims that Biff “is beginning to get perspective on things” (122). 
More significant is, however, that this passage associates “the left” with “the past” 
and “the right” with “a future of blackness, error, and ruin,” as if to suggest that 
leftist politics has already become something residual and that Fascism inevitably 
leads to a catastrophic future. Ultimately, Biff seems “suspended” not only 
between “radiance and darkness” but also between “the left” and “the right,” as if 
echoing the emerging concept of liberalism as supposedly neutral and ideology-
free.
　 Thirdly, it is not incidental that McCullers concludes the whole novel by 
describing the agony of a middle-class person.  Indeed, Biff is placed in a 
somewhat ambivalent political situation.  When seen in the rising paradigm of the 
Popular Front―a political coalition inclusive of the middle-class―he is a 
member, and he joins in the laboring of American culture, especially in terms of 
his oppressed sexuality.  On the other hand, however, this middle-class, white 
male is characterized by the absence of labor, which enables him to detach himself 
from Singer, unlike Mick, Jake, and Copeland.  Biff’s final question reads, “was 
he a sensible man or was he not?” (312).  By closing her novel with Biff’s 
meditation, Carson McCullers offered her contemporary middle-class readers a 
mirror with which to reflect their own political standpoints.
　 In this way, The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter’s aesthetics does bear witness to the 
process in which the rise of the Popular Front brought about the culturalization of 
labor and necessarily prepared the ground for the predominance of liberalism in 
the postwar period.  Needless to say, my conclusion is neither that the novel’s 
political perspective is limited nor that its aesthetics merely reflects historical 
contents.  Rather, this masterpiece helps us to realize the historical inevitability of 
this process by vividly showing us what the contemporary political climate felt 
like and by depicting the issue of labor in ways that foreground its changing 
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meaning.  It is in this sense that The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter can be read as one 
of the last proletarian novels.
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